The first record of Agave celsii var. albicans (Agavaceae), a Mexican plant, in South Africa  by Smith, G.F. et al.
South African Journal of Botany 2002, 68: 397–400
Printed in South Africa — All rights reserved
Copyright © NISC Pty Ltd
SOUTH AFRICAN JOURNAL
OF BOTANY
ISSN 0254–6299
Short Communication
The first record of Agave celsii var. albicans (Agavaceae), a Mexican plant,
in South Africa
GF Smith* and EMA Steyn
Office of the Director: Research and Scientific Services, National Botanical Institute, Private Bag X101, Pretoria 0001, South
Africa
* Corresponding author, e-mail: gfs@nbipre.nbi.ac.za 
Received 13 September 2001, accepted in revised form 22 January 2002
Agave celsii var. albicans is native to the arid Hidalgo
province, Mexico. It is hereby reported from South
Africa for the first time. This alien taxon is increasingly
being cultivated in the southwestern Cape where it has
the potential of becoming part of the naturalised alien
flora. In this report the plants are described and illus-
trated for easy identification.
Invasion by non-native plant and animal species is a global
phenomenon with potentially grave consequences for eco-
logical, economic and social systems (Davis et al. 2000).
Southern Africa’s varied topography, geology and climates
that have promoted extraordinary rich native biological diver-
sity, also offer ideal opportunities for the establishment of
non-native species. In a series of papers on members of the
predominantly meso- and southern continental northern
American genus Agave L. (Smith 1995a, b, Smith and
Crouch 1996, Smith and Mössmer 1996, Smith and Steyn
1999a, b, Steyn and Smith 2000), we have shown that some
agaves have become naturalised in southern Africa. These
hardy, proliferous monocarps have unique reproductive
traits for rapidly forming small colonies to invade the local
flora and to contribute substantially to serious habitat trans-
formation in both arid and mesic parts of the subcontinent
(Smith and Mössmer 1996, Smith and Steyn 1999b, Steyn
and Smith 2000). In this paper a further taxon, namely
Agave celsii Hook. var. albicans (Jacobi) Gentry, which has
the potential to become part of the naturalised non-native
flora, is discussed.
Agave celsii var. albicans (Figures 1 and 2) occurs natu-
rally in Mexico’s arid Hidalgo province along the eastern rim
of the Baranca de Metztitlán (Gentry 1982: 224), to the
northeast of Mexico City (Figure 3). In South Africa the
species is increasingly being cultivated as garden ornamen-
tals in the southwestern Cape with its much milder, mediter-
ranean-type climate which is perfect for growing a wild range
of exotics including succulents such as species of Agave.
The species, as A. albicans Jacobi, has been recorded as
part of the European garden flora (Couper and Cullen 1986),
but it is absent from Australia which also has a naturalised
Agave flora (Forster 1986).
Species of Agave reproduce through forming bulbils, seed
or suckers, or a combination of these methods. A. celsii var.
albicans does not form bulbils on its inflorescence, but it is
self-fertile and forms a multitude of fertile seed that germi-
nate easily. Furthermore, it suckers prolifically. The combi-
nation of these two traits suggests that A. celsii var. albicans
has the potential to become part of the naturalised (sensu
Richardson et al. 2000) agaves of southern Africa.
The species was named for Mr Jacques Martin Cels, a
commercial nurseryman of Paris, France, from whom
Hooker received material. Cels’s nursery was used as the
outlet for numerous new cactus and succulent introductions
into Europe during the 1830’s. He was, amongst other
things, responsible for acquiring the first commercially avail-
able specimen of the much sought-after cactus, Ariocarpus
kotschoubeyanus (Lemaire ex K.Schumann) K.Schumann,
in 1832 for the sum of FFr 1 000.00 from its discoverer,
Baron Wilhelm van Karwinsky (Barthlott 1977). The varietal
epithet, albicans, means ‘whitish’ and refers to the more or
less dull green to bluish white sheen of the leaves of many
forms of the variety.
1219000–00022 Agave celsii Hook. var. albicans
(Jacobi) Gentry, Agaves of continental North America: 223
(1982); Irish and Irish: 106 (2000). Type: ‘Neotype: Hort.
Kew Gard., 22 May 1891. Curtis Bot. Mag. [117:] Tab.
7207.’! fide and reproduced in Gentry: 224 (1982). See also
Espejo Serna and López-Ferrari (1993: 12).
Agave albicans Jacobi in Hamburger Garten- und
Blumenzeitung 21: 256 (1865); Berger: 65 (1915);
H.Jacobsen: 41 (1977); Couper and Cullen: 280 (1986);
H.Jacobsen 1: 70 (1986).
Agave mitis Monach. ex Salm-Dyck var. albicans (Jacobi)
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Figure 1: Agave celsii var. albicans: a. habit of plant with rosette 0.9m in diameter; b. inflorescence of plant in a; c. flowers, x 1; d. apex of
leaf, x 1; e. capsular fruit and seed, x 1. Artist: Wilma Roux
399
A.Terracc., Primo contributo ad una monografia delle Agave:
25 (1885).
Agave micracantha var. albidior Salm-Dyck in Bonplandia
7: 87 (1855).
Stout, ± stemless succulents, freely seeding, self-fertile,
perennial through axillary branching, forming large, long-
lived, very dense clumps of rosettes, each 0.7–0.9m in
diameter and 0.5–0.8m tall. Leaves erect to slightly spread-
ing, soft, cymbiform, ovate, oblong, spathulate or somewhat
lanceolate, short-acuminate, 0.4–0.6m long, 120–150mm
wide in middle, thickly fleshy towards base, thinner upwards,
light glaucous green or greyish, surfaces smooth, bud
impressions absent or very indistinct; leaf bases enlarged,
overlapping, stem-clasping, thickening and lengthening the
obsolescent stem; upper surface flat, slightly channeled on
both sides of the midrib area, narrowing and plane to con-
cave in lower half; lower surface convex; margins straight,
rarely undulate, sinuously toothed; teeth on low, green
prominences, weak, small, slender, often bicuspid, shiny
dark brown, 1–3mm long, variously curved towards leaf
apex or base, rarely straight, irregularly spaced 2–10mm
apart through mid-blade, smaller interstitial teeth absent or
extremely rare; terminal spine obsolescent, but formed when
leaf dies back, then conical, grooved, shiny dark brown to
black, soft to slightly pungent, 15–25mm long. Inflorescence
spicate, 1.5–2.5m tall, floriferous in upper 1/2–1/3, non-bulb-
iferous after flowering; peduncle densely bracteate and
densely flowered, becoming lax in fruit, 0.9–1.5m long,
40–70mm in diameter at base; bracts herbaceous, non-bulb-
iferous, basally deltoid to ovate, sharply tapering, up to
140mm long, light green; bractlets brown with translucent
margins, many-nerved, 5–7mm long. Flowers bisexual, dis-
tinctly protandrous, regular, funnel-shaped, 50–60mm long,
bicoloured with basal part (ovary) light green, perianth tube
and free tepals creamy green with metallic lavender tinge,
copiously nectariferous, very shortly pedicellate, unscented,
abscising after anthesis. Pedicels 3–4mm long. Perianth 3 +
3, fused at base into cylindric, thick-walled, succulent tube
±10mm long, 10mm wide at level of filament insertion in
female-phase, dimorphic; outer tepals free, linear-lanceo-
late, short-acuminate, cucullate, glandular-floccose at tips,
slightly succulent, flattened, ascending to strongly recurved,
prominently 2-grooved abaxially, 22–25mm long, equaling
inner tepals in length; inner tepals more recurved than outer
with broad, fleshy keel, ±6mm broad at base in male-phase
flowers, retaining turgidity when flowers reach female phase.
Stamens 6, exserted 60–70mm beyond free segments in
male-phase, uniformly light greenish cream with metallic
lavender tinge; filaments stout, distinctly tapered towards
apex, arising in single series at apex of tube, 70–80mm long;
anthers dorsifixed in centre, versatile, 20mm long, lavender
when young, yellowish when mature, turgid and linear at
first, shriveled and down-curved at tips at anthesis. Ovary
with neck barely constricted, very slightly tapering and trun-
cate at both ends, cylindric, indistinctly 6-grooved in distal
region, 12–15 × 6–7mm, triangular in cross section; style
stout, terete, 85–90mm long in female-phase, light greenish
cream with metallic lavender tinge. Fruit a trilocular capsule,
fleshy at first, woody, rough, chartaceous and dark brown
when ripe, 18–28mm × 9–15mm, ovoid-angular, beaked,
thick-walled. Seed hemispherical, flat, black, 5mm × 3mm,
interspaced with flat, creamy white, seed-like structures.
Chromosome number unknown.
Flowering time: In the Southern Hemisphere the species
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Figure 2: Close-up of the terminal portion of an inflorescence of
Agave celsii var. albicans. Scale bar = 50mm
Figure 3: Geographical distribution map of Agave celsii var. albi-
cans in Mexico, adapted from Gentry (1982, Figure 9.3)
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flowers in early to mid-summer. The specimen illustrated
here started poling on 23 August and the first flowers
opened two months later, on 20 October. The last flowers on
the terminal clusters were shed on 24 November 2000.
Voucher specimen: SOUTH AFRICA, GAUTENG
PROVINCE. —2528 (Pretoria): ex hort. Meyers Park suburb
(-CD). G.F. Smith & E.M.A. Steyn 4 (PRE).
Icones: García-Mendoza: figs 76 (flowers), 104 (whole
plant) (1998); Smith & Van Wyk: 57, top left (cluster of plants
in vegetative phase) (1999).
Common name: Vaalgaringboom (Afrikaans; grey century
plant, directly translated into English), with reference to the
glaucous-grey leaves of the species.
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